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EPILOGUE

Have you heard of the Princess of the sea?

From the depths of the ocean she did flee.

Her lullabies were such that she,

Could lull great men to sleep.

She married no mortal but had children a-plenty,

And never looked back at the almighty sea.

—The Tale of the Sea Princess, Second Edition
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I don’t break hearts, only bones.

—Wyett Fresdan
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PROLOGUE
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Malin Vijkanti was next in line to the Throne of Adgar. She would take the Throne if her eldest sister, Leesha, the current Queen of the Island, died before giving birth to any Heirs. It wasn’t that Malin enjoyed thinking about Leesha dying, or the death of her other four sisters and two step-brothers, but that was how it worked in the Kingdoms that used The Contest to choose their next monarch:

The Prince or Princess that ranked directly below the winner of the competition—in this case, Malin—would be next in the line of succession until the newly Crowned King or Queen produced Heirs. Once Leesha had children, Malin wouldn’t be in line for anything. The Queen’s children would battle it out for the chance to become her Heir.

Despite being half a decade younger than Sarsha and Ashwa, Malin had finished above them when The Contest ended abruptly following Aaryana’s exile. Hardly anyone was surprised; the twins had stopped taking the competition seriously a long time ago—when it became obvious that Aaryana would win The Contest. 

Aaryana didn’t win, though. She had been banished for a crime she hadn’t committed and Leesha was Crowned in her stead, having always ranked second in The Contest. Malin still couldn’t believe it: The unofficial Heir had been judged a murderer and the King’s firstborn was placed on the Throne.

Leesha had been Queen for over a month now; Aaryana had been gone for two-and-a-half. Had she already ported in Roshdan? Probably. When her father had finally revealed to his children where Aaryana was spending her exile, he predicted the journey would take that long, so Aaryana must have arrived by now. Malin hoped she was alright. Well, of course, she’ll be alright. Aaryana could take care of herself, take care of an entire Island. The only thing in Roshdan that would bother her was the cold and rain.

Rain. The rain battering the grass of the gardens surrounding the Palace wouldn’t stop before dark. Malin sighed at the sight outside her window. It was raining so much more than it usually did in late summer. She would never voice it, but it seemed to have started with the rain that had poured down on the day of Leesha’s coronation. It had rained all day. And the next. There were a couple of days of scorching sunshine—before two more days of torrential rain. 

And the cycle went on: Rain and sun, rain and sun.

Quickly, people started separating their weeks into ‘rainy days’ and ‘dry days’. No one could explain it, no one could shrug off the fear that the shifts in the weather signalled the coming of something awful. The firaki sold a lot of zabits, but they couldn’t stop the rainfall. 

Growing up, Malin had never hated the rain, had welcomed it during Adgar’s sweltering summers—until this summer, because it was the constant downpour of the rainy days that kept her from going about her business. Her secret mission. This year wasn’t just the year it had rained more than it had in the last ten years combined, this was also the year that had seen more people going missing than ever before.

Missing without a trace...

They must’ve left at least a whisper of a trace, Malin kept telling herself, and it was those whispers she went in search of whenever it was dry enough to ride out to the Outskirts to investigate. That conversation with Parth and Farzah about the sea folk taking humans into their underwater caves and sending them back all wrong had stayed with her and she’d vowed to uncover the mystery behind the Adgaris that had disappeared. 

Leesha wasn’t concerned about it, but when Malin had confided in her father, the Old King, about her plans to look into the missing people, he’d applauded her. “Consider it our little secret,” he had said with a wink.

Malin thought Aaryana would have kept her secret, too. Unlike Leesha, Aaryana would have helped her get to the bottom of this, not turned a blind eye to it. In Malin’s opinion, her eldest sister was already a bad ruler because of this. Her fourth sister would have made a much better Queen.

Whatever Aaryana was doing in Roshdan, Malin hoped she was searching for a way to return to Adgar and claim what was rightfully hers. An errant thought entered her mind the next second: Will it stop raining if Aaryana came back?
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CHAPTER 1
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Wyett Fresdan didn’t believe for one second that the Adgari was tired; she’d only said it to get him out of her chambers. He had returned to her rooms today only because his father had ordered him to. Seen as Seth had already showed her around the castle, there was nothing for Wyett to do but go. Which he did, without a word or a curtsy from her.

His guards shadowed him as he stalked towards his private quarters. Tired or not, the legend of Nidiya, the higher sea folk that graced this Island hundreds of years ago, had disturbed the Adgari. But Wyett couldn’t fathom why a fierce warrior princess—as his father had called her—would be affected by events from centuries ago.

If it wasn’t for the ever-billowing smoke smothering the mountains in the north, it would be as though a woman—a being named Nidiya had never been here or left descendants in her wake. Nidiya. The name didn’t come easily to people when they first tried to say it, as though it was a sound human tongues weren’t capable of making. Yet, the girl had pronounced it perfectly on her first attempt, the ‘dee’ sound as soft as it should be.

Interestingly, she’d appeared uncomfortable uttering the word Nidiyan. Her mouth seemed to put a lot of effort into carving it out.

She had definitely seen some significance in Nidiya’s tale though, and was curious about whether Nidiya’s descendants had sailed to distant lands during the Nidiyan Hunt. Did she suspect there were Nidiyans in Adgar? Was that why the sea folk’s name rolled off her tongue so expertly, because she was actually very familiar with it?
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Aaryana’s knees buckled as soon as the Crown Prince of Roshdan exited her room. She braced her hands on the windowsill and the wood vibrated under her palm. Or was it her body that was shaking? Yes, her heart was beating like a drum, each thump shuddering through her body.

The conclusion she’d drawn from the short and surprisingly polite conversation with Wyett thundered in her brain. Descendant of Nidiya. A higher sea folk. A Sea Princess to some, a legend in Roshdan. A magical, once-immortal creature of the ocean.

For a moment, her mind flashed to her brief stint in the dungeons under her father’s castle. The Dungeons Keeper had appeared to have a scaled, tailed animal under her black robes. Was that actually the Keeper’s tail? People always said the higher sea folk were part human, part sea creature... that the ocean dwellers became more and more human-like the higher up the hierarchy you looked...

She shook her head. Those were children’s stories. In Roshdan, however, Nidiya’s story was woven into their history. And their present. The smoke kissing the clouds that swallowed the tallest peaks of the Nidiyan Mountains was proof of that.

When the Chief of Justice had decided to exile her to Roshdan, did he know where he was sending her? The homeland of her ancestor. Where the Nidiya family came from. He must’ve known about Mother’s heritage. It would be too much of a coincidence that Aaryana would be sent to an Island that just happened to be the place where her mother’s side of the family originated from.

Thus, it begged the question of how he knew and what his agenda was when he exiled her here. Did he want her to learn about her mother’s true identity and understand herself better? Understand why the sea had always called to her, sang to her. Why the ocean had held her so possessively the day she nearly drowned? Why she couldn’t remember holding her breath under water? 

What did the Chief of Justice want her to do with the knowledge she gained here, knowledge that would be handed to her on a plate the moment she asked about the mountains dominating the northern part of the Island? Aaryana shook her head again. If he’d known what she was, what her mother was, and wanted her to learn everything, he could have told her outright. Why send me so far away?

The day became a blur. Aaryana barely heard Jeena’s mutterings as the girl brought her lunch and dinner to her rooms, barely responded to direct questions. In the evening after supper, she found herself saying “No, thanks, Jeena” without knowing what she was refusing.

“You don’t want to see him, my Lady?” Jeena raised her brows. “Shall I tell him you’re indisposed?”

“That’s fine.” Aaryana hadn’t heard the servant girl’s entire sentence.

“You do look a bit pale. You haven’t been quite yourself since the... incident with the Crown Prince this morning.”

The mention of Wyett jerked her to attention. “Was the Crown Prince here?”

Jeena bit her lip, concerned. “You haven’t heard a single thing I’ve said today, have you?”

Aaryana’s sheepish grin said it all.

“The Head of the Royal Guards has summoned you to his office, my Lady.”
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The Head of the Royal Guards was too large for his tiny office. His bear-like body blocked out the light of the lanterns on the shelf behind him. Thank goodness for the chunky candle on his wooden desk; Aaryana could at least see his face in its light. He was around thirty-years-old, she thought, and his fair hair was thinning over his huge head. She suspected he was an intimidating person to answer to.

The man was bent over some papers on his desk, clearly wanting to be done with those before he addressed her. “You’ve been assigned to the Crown Prince’s private chambers,” he said eventually, without glancing at her. Her eyes widened. Luckily, she composed her features before the man finally flicked his eyes up at her. “Is that clear?”

She scrambled to say, “Yes, Head Guard.”

“Just Sir will do.” He set his documents to one side and folded his impressively muscled arms over the desk. “The King sent a considerable number of his Courtiers home this year and increased the number of guards around the people that remain in the Palace. Due to the threat on his life from the rebels.”

Aaryana nodded. That’s why the place is so quiet and empty.

“After the attack on Friday, we increased the security further. Which means more guards per person. He has agreed to cancel any trips beyond the Palace grounds until further notice. That means no more hunting trips for a while.”

“The King was out hunting on Friday?” Aaryana blurted out. “Why would he when he knows the rebels are hunting him? I heard the Crown Prince mention there was another attack—”

“His Majesty doesn’t want to let the rebels control what he does and where he goes. He had business to attend to in Sidkat and I suppose he couldn’t resist taking advantage of the fact that Prince Wyett wasn’t accompanying him. But after all the men he lost... he will stay within the castle’s protection for some time.” The Head seemed relieved about that. “He suspects there are traitors in the Palace, feeding the rebels information about his movements; in his eyes, both guards and Courtiers are equally likely to be guilty.” 

She nodded her agreement. Anyone could turn traitor. You can’t trust your own shadow if you’re King. 

“There are only a handful of guards that His Majesty trusts enough to closely protect him and his children. You have been named as one of them. Due to the skills you possess, he wants you watching Prince Wyett’s rooms, since the Council voted against you being anywhere near the King’s quarters.”

Aaryana stifled a gasp. “How does the Prince feel about this, Sir?”

A quirk of his lips. “He doesn’t know yet. However, the King knows his son, knows that the Prince won’t want you following his every move. So, the next best thing is to have you standing guard outside his bedchamber at night.”

Aaryana opened her mouth but the Head anticipated her question.

“We will now have guards inside the private quarters of the entire Royal Family and the highest-ranking members of the Council. His Majesty doesn’t want to take any risks with the people that are important to him.”

“How do the—do the Princes and Princess approve of the... lack of privacy?” To have guards outside your bathing chamber, your drawing room, your bedroom... Not to mention a whole host of them following you around all day.

This place was a prison compared to the freedom she’d enjoyed in Adgar. She supposed she took it for granted, the peace in her home Island. 

The Head returned to his papers. “The Princes and Princess understand why His Majesty is doing this.”

To spy on his Courtiers or to keep the traitors from easily conspiring against him, the King had everyone surrounded by guards, guards that would report every detail to their Head. But he was insisting it was for their security, and so, he had to subject his own children to the same level of ‘protection’. Being privy to their father’s true intentions, Wyett, Seth, and Quin couldn’t refuse the extra men and women around them.

“I will show you around the castle tomorrow afternoon. And the Prince’s quarters. Then, you will start your first shift. I suggest you get plenty of sleep tonight; it’s the last night you are permitted to spend in bed.”
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It was rather astonishing, really, that the little boy from the docks was nowhere to be found. The child couldn’t have disappeared into thin air. Unless, the King’s men had found him and... What? Killed him? Rudro shook his head at the silly thought and mounted his horse. Yet another day of searching the Outskirts for the boy...

King Vijkant wasn’t a tyrant. He wouldn’t give the order to dispose of an innocent child, regardless of what he’d said. And what had he said, anyway? Nothing treasonous. Nothing to put a target on his head.

Where did he go, then? Yes, Rudro had waited until it was a couple of weeks after Aaryana’s departure to start his search, and yes, the rainy days were a hindrance, but it couldn’t have made that big a difference. Clearly, the boy and the woman resembling Queen Kanona didn’t want to be found.

But if the King found them first... Rudro shook his head again and urged his horse to go faster. He had to return to the Royal Academy before sundown and prepare for a meeting tomorrow morning to discuss the next round of enrollment. Indeed, there were no Contests for the Academy students to participate in, but it was imperative that the training of the pupils continued.

Graduates could become Royal Guards or stay on and help train the next generations of warriors that would compete with the Heirs. It was where Rudro’s career had began and he had every intention of maintaining the high quality of teaching until the next Contest was underway.

If he could only get to the bottom of the mystery surrounding that boy, Rudro wouldn’t have to shirk his responsibilities at the Academy. Questions were already being asked as to why he was missing from his office so often, now that he had no Heirs to train. No Tasks to prepare for.

Now that Leesha was Queen.

People could feel the change in the air. Rudro tried not to think about it too much. Or talk about it. He still found himself referring to the Queen as Princess Leesha, and the Old King as King Vijkant. He was pretty sure he’d say ‘Your Majesty’ to the Old King if he saw him again.

Leesha’s ascension taking place so soon after Aaryana’s banishment had served Rudro well in one way, though: He didn’t have to deal with the Old King anymore. The man knew Rudro had spoken to Aaryana the day she left and he must have had a good reason for not asking for details. Rudro didn’t want to learn of that reason.

Queen Leesha had no business with Rudro these days, either. Once she had children, she could keep Rudro on as the Combat Master if she wished or appoint someone else. That was a long way away however, and in the meantime, she didn’t need to interfere with how Rudro ran the Academy.

He was surprised she didn’t want to talk to him about Aaryana’s behaviour at the docks. He supposed Leesha wanted to put Aaryana behind her. If she kept talking about her sister, people would keep thinking of her. And she really needed everyone to forget Aaryana.

Rudro wouldn’t forget Aaryana for as long as he lived. Memories of her plagued his mind all day. Worries over how she was doing on that ship and how she’d fare in Roshdan kept him up at night. She’s probably already in Roshdan. 

Sometimes, he pictured her wearing the clothes he’d sneaked onto the boat for her. The various items, apart from the flower necklace, were birthday gifts he’d purchased over the years. Purchased, never gifted. When he was packing everything to smuggle onto the ship, the necklace was the piece he didn’t want her to have. It would hurt Aaryana too much, remind her of what she’d lost. The Throne she’d never ascend.

Then, thinking she could sell it when she got to Roshdan, he had packed it with the rest of the gifts. She would need every penny she could get her hands on when the crew left her to fend for herself in a strange new Island.
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Aaryana wondered if the Head of the Royal Guards had timed her induction around Wyett’s schedule. The Prince was scheduled to be in a Council meeting all afternoon. As the big man led her to the east wing of the castle where the Prince’s chambers were situated, they spotted him leaving for that meeting, a dozen guards trailing him.

When Wyett passed them, he didn’t look at Aaryana, but his body language suggested he’d seen her. And he wasn’t happy she was in his part of the Palace. He most likely assumed the Head was showing her around the castle, and not specifically his rooms. 

When he finds out I’ll be in his chambers all night, every night... She wasn’t sure what he’d do, what she’d do. It would be unprofessional to flirt with him when she was supposed to be his bodyguard. After what he’d called her yesterday—whore; the word still made her feel sick inside—she didn’t think that sort of flirting would succeed in seducing him. But seduce him I will. She had to. It would solve all her problems if she managed to win his hand.

She would find a way to cool that fiery anger in him, melt his icy heart; she had plenty of time to figure out how, what with all the quiet time she’d get each night outside his bedroom.

The Head gestured to the guards outside Wyett’s door to let them in. They entered an enormous lounge with a fireplace that took up almost an entire wall. No fire was lit, seen as it was still summertime, but she thought it was large enough to keep the suite warm and cosy in the colder months. There were four doors, one leading to a library, one to a bathroom, a music room, and the final door opened to a narrow corridor. The bedroom was likely at the end of it.

“When the Prince leaves his rooms during the day,” the Head said, “the guards posted at each of these doors go with him. When he returns, they return to their posts. The doors to all these rooms stay open at all times, unless the Prince opts to close them when he needs privacy. Follow me.”

He led her into the narrow hallway, lit with torches, and stopped outside a closed door. Shaking his head, he mumbled, “Well, it will take time for everyone to get used to this new regime... Anyway, this is your position. You will be the only guard here due to the size of this hallway. But there will be two guards at the other end of the corridor, all within earshot.” 

The Head opened the door to the Prince’s bedchamber and beckoned for her to accompany him inside. The room was furnished very similarly to hers, actually, just bigger and brighter thanks to the large glass doors opening to a balcony, something her chambers didn’t have. The Head seemed satisfied that at least the door to the adjoining bathing room was open and the balcony door was locked.

“Once the Prince retires for the night, he will close his door, but not lock it. You are to monitor every sound, every thing, until he rouses in the morning, or until the day guards arrive to relieve you. If you sense the Prince is in danger, you will call out to the others before entering his room. And deal with the threat.”

“Will the rebels dare attack the castle?” Aaryana pursed her lips.

Three long seconds passed before he said, “They could.” 

What Seth said yesterday. “I’m not a guard, Sir. I have trained my entire life to fight, amongst other things, but being a guard wasn’t one of them. Is His Majesty sure that he wants me as the last line of defence for the Crown Prince?”

“I asked the King that very question and he said he wouldn’t trust anyone else with that responsibility.”

“But he hardly knows me...”

He ushered her out of the room, saying, “I said that, too. His Majesty assured me he knows enough to trust you won’t let anyone die on your watch.”
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Once the Head had showed her around the castle and explained guard protocol, he took her to get her uniform fitted. Royal Guards donned deep blue jackets and pants, with those posted inside the chambers wearing a lighter blue. Aaryana made herself comfortable in a spare chair and watched the tailor snip and stitch her uniform. She wrinkled her nose. Uniforms aren’t supposed to be pretty but practical instead.

She liked the outfit she was in now, though. She had bought the short brown jacket, matching pants, and ankle-high boots from the nearby market this morning with the portion of her salary she was paid in advance. The page that had delivered the money first thing this morning hadn’t clarified what proportion of her salary it was—a quarter, a third, half?—but the silver in the velvet pouch was enough to buy tunics, pants, jackets, and boots of the highest quality. She had a sizeable sum leftover, too!

The gift the page delivered... The magnificent crossbow King Keyan wanted her to have, as thanks for saving his life, was accompanied by a note.
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Was she that easy to read? Or had the King noticed her snatching the rebel leader’s fancy blade? If he knew, there was little point in hiding the sword under her bed, along with her mother’s sunlight stone. If he knew, he wasn’t rebuking her for stealing it. Wyett, on the other hand, wouldn’t be pleased about his enemy’s sword living in his home. He would want it melted down, the weapon that nearly beheaded his father.
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She didn’t think she’d have to rush her dinner and run to the Crown Prince’s quarters at two minutes to eight, but that’s what was happening. The time of her shift had snuck up on her—and she’d gotten a little carried away with polishing her new crossbow. Aaryana skidded to a stop in front of the guards outside the Prince’s door, both of whom she recognised from earlier. They seemed to remember her, too. The two men gave her a mean look as they let her inside.

One of them murmured, “They have the whole day to get ready for their shift, and still, they cut it close.” At least her lateness wasn’t a rarity amongst the night shift guards.

In the lounge, night guards were already in position outside the four doors. She hurried past the two by the corridor that led to the bedroom, certain that Wyett was mere seconds away from returning from the dining hall. She didn’t want to give him a reason to fire her on her first day. Which he would. Gleefully.

Aaryana knew the moment Wyett entered his chambers from the several pairs of feet that walked inside his rooms. After confirming that the night guards were in place, the day guards left, bidding the Prince goodnight. Interestingly, Wyett spotted her almost immediately, even though his eyes had merely glanced her way as he lowered himself into the futon in the centre of the lounge.

He jumped to his feet and clenched his fists. “What is she doing here?”

Aaryana pitied the men and women that heard him hiss those words. Had the Head of the Royal Guards equipped them with what to say about her presence? It seemed so, because one of the guards at the other end of her corridor said, “She guards your bedchamber, Your Highness.”

“She what?” Wyett glared at her but she held her ground.

Aaryana hadn’t plotted and schemed her way into this position. The King had ordered it. So, she jutted out her chin and palmed the pommel of the sword at her hip, a generic blade similar to the ones all the guards carried. No one dared to reply. Wyett spun on the spot and marched out of his room, no doubt going to the Head’s office. Aaryana and her colleagues fell into line behind him; they had to go wherever he went at night.
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Wyett stormed into the Head Guard’s office, barking an order to his bodyguards to stay in the hallway. The big man seemed to be expecting him: His desk was clear of paperwork and he was sitting back in his chair, seemingly passing the time until Wyett arrived to give him an earful. Which he would. What in the world was the Head thinking posting that girl anywhere near him? 

“Explain yourself,” he spat at the man. The Head was well aware of what he was referring to. Whom he was referring to.

“Your Highness, I apologise for not giving you prior notice.” The man was too confident to be apologetic. “But it was your father’s wish.”

That stopped him short. “Father?”

“He wants to make good use of the Princess’s skills, and as his Heir, His Majesty wants you to have the best people watching you.”

“But I don’t want her watching me!” He didn’t want her anywhere near him. “And don’t call her Princess!” Unfortunately, she might actually be just that.

As per his summons, the Chief Riding Officer had arrived at the Palace this afternoon, bearing the letter from the girl’s father, King Vijkant of Adgar. It backed up her story. Still, it didn’t make her trustworthy. Or even qualified to protect the Royals. Besides, a very important detail was missing from the letter, a detail his father was stupidly and stubbornly refusing to question: How exactly she cheated in their Contest. Well, she’d insisted she hadn’t done anything wrong, but what was she accused of?

“She told me she was innocent,” his father had said after reading King Vijkant’s letter, the final item in the Council meeting this afternoon. “I saw no point, and still see no point, in asking her for details of the accusations against her.” His father made to bring the meeting to a close.

But Wyett stopped him with, “I don’t believe her. I think she did cheat—and I’d like to know how.”

“You hardly know her, brother,” Seth intervened.

“And you do?” Wyett snapped. Seth only sighed. “Just because you showed her around the castle, doesn’t mean you know what she’s capable of.”

“And you do?” Seth threw Wyett’s words back at him, but without any hostility. As was Seth’s way.

“I know a liar when I see one.” His words were almost a growl. Seth, cleverly, kept quiet thereafter. “And I say she’s lying through her teeth.” She had lied with her mouth and her body, trying to manipulate him into thinking she desired him; he’d seen the lengths she’d go to in order to get her way. “She has to be watched, kept on a leash.”

“Perhaps you should do just that,” his father challenged.

“Maybe I will.” But it wasn’t something he wanted to do. He didn’t want anything to do with her.

Seeing that, his father exhaled deeply. “You’re wasting valuable resources in sending a ship to Adgar, just to confirm what the Island’s King wrote in his letter. Maybe they’ll return with details of her charges, too. In the meantime, no one is to ask her about it. She has lost her entire life, her Throne. She doesn’t need to be reminded of that, not when starting over in a new Kingdom, as a guard, is difficult enough.” Wyett opened his mouth to argue, but his father added, “Surely, that’s a kindness you can afford the woman that saved your father’s life.”

Wyett’s kindness would go so far, though. Letting her stand outside his door as he slept, night after night... No, that wouldn’t be an act of generosity, but a huge sacrifice on his part, one he wasn’t prepared to make. “Father hasn’t been himself recently,” he said to the Head Guard. “And he’s been making some rash decisions. It’s fine.” He shrugged. “Move the girl to a different part of the castle.”

“I’m sorry, but I cannot. His Majesty is firm on this point. Besides, didn’t you say you wanted to keep an eye on her?”

Wyett gritted his teeth. “I can’t even bare to look at her, let alone—”

“If she were to make a mistake, Your Highness, you would witness it. You could even make sure she... slipped up...” 

Wyett’s eyes widened and his lips parted. Then, he smiled. “Why, yes. I would, wouldn’t I?” And the Head would look the other way if Wyett was to ensure the girl slipped up. Nodding in satisfaction, he left the Head’s office, smirking at the thought that the Adgari had no idea what she was getting herself into.

[image: ]

“What’s wrong with your uniform?” The Crown Prince looked her up and down. The torch flames flickered, light and shadows dancing across his face. 

“I had the tailor shorten my jacket and tighten my pants.” Aaryana stared straight ahead and not at the carefully composed face of the Prince standing beside her. 

They had just returned to his quarters from the Head’s office, and the two of them had walked side-by-side to his bedroom. She still hadn’t decided how to get close to him—without him calling her disgusting names. As though he’d read her thoughts, recalled his vulgar behaviour, he lowered his head, his cheeks colouring. The corridor darkened somewhat, as though the torches felt pity for her, too. Wordlessly, Wyett opened his bedroom door and walked inside.

Before closing the door, he told her, “Don’t get used to this spot. You won’t be here long. I’ll make sure of it.”

“I hope you have a good night, Your Highness.” He was baiting her and she wouldn’t let him provoke her. “Sweet dreams.”

He slammed the door shut.

[image: ]

Jeena had Aaryana’s breakfast laid out in the lounge, which was very clever of her. Aaryana could return from her shift in the morning, eat, and go to sleep. The servant would clear the dishes from the lounge without disturbing her slumber.

“Eat with me, Jeena.” Aaryana sat on the floor by the low table between the two chaise sofas, folding her legs under her. She grabbed a slice of bread and spread butter on it, before gobbling up the entire slice in a few bites.

Jeena didn’t join her, but the girl did linger, in case Aaryana needed anything.

She did actually. “Jeena, could you please speak to whoever you need to speak to in order to get me an audience with the King? I want to thank him for his hospitality and my beautiful gift.” That gift was on the sofa in front of her, where she’d dropped it before rushing to get ready for guard duty. 

“Of course, my Lady.”

During her shift, Aaryana had decided she’d make herself sleep during the days, otherwise she’d tire herself out. It would be hard, though; the daylight hours would be when the interesting things happened, when she could train and ride and explore the Island. Get close to Wyett... Perhaps she could use this first week to get as much sleep as possible, enough to last her the next several weeks when she’d try to execute her plans?

Unfortunately, it didn’t work that way. She felt wide awake and... refreshed. She shouldn’t have had tea with her breakfast. But breakfast isn’t breakfast without tea. Breakfast had always fuelled her body for training and riding, got her ready for the day, not for sleep. She sighed. It would take time to re-train her mind and body, make it work differently.

Tossing and turning in her bed didn’t help and she’d never been the kind to lie still and do nothing. She got up, dressed in her new brown pants, boots, and jacket, and went to the guards’ training field, taking her crossbow with her. It had been too long since she’d practiced with one. Would her aim be as good as before?

The field to the west of the castle was where the Royal Guards trained. There were only a handful of them around now. Was everyone on duty? Well, the night guards were obviously sleeping after their shift.

There was no tent to provide shade from the sun, like the one in the Royals’ training field in Adgar. That meant the tan she’d picked up on the ship would continue to deepen if she trained here every day. She was the darkest person in Roshdan, she was sure of it, which was funny considering she and her family were the fairest in Adgar—Royalty stayed out of the sun at all times. 

Before she knew it, she was falling back into her rhythm, shooting arrow after arrow at the targets she’d set up. All apart from the first few practice shots hit the bull’s eye. Then, she found herself longing for a normal bow and arrow, so she retrieved one from the weapons room that opened to this field. While she was at it, Aaryana grabbed a belt of throwing knives, too. Oh, she missed her weapons! The ones strapped to her now were just shadows of the blades she had back home. Again, she felt complete, now that she was armed. She channelled her energy into shooting arrows and throwing knives.

The day was slowly warming, the sun climbing higher and higher with each arrow that flew through the air, each knife that stabbed the centre of the targets. Belt and quiver now devoid of knives and arrows, she picked up the crossbow again, trying not to think about the person that used to oversee her training. Trying not to think about the people she used to train with. 

The temperature kept rising, so she shrugged off her jacket, only to put it back on after a couple of minutes. It wasn’t that warm in this Island and it was late summer now, the season cooling down. She fastened the button at the bottom of her jacket to keep it from flapping yet allowing the mild breeze to caress the bare skin of her throat and chest—the tight-fitting blouse underneath had quite a low neckline.

A lot of the women’s blouses and tunics at the market were like that, more revealing than what she was accustomed to. The fashion in Adgar, it seemed, was more conservative than she’d thought. For such a cold climate, Roshdani women were more adventurous with their clothes than she’d expected. Then again, it could be that they layered up various garments in the winter. Indeed, her jacket was thin and snug enough that she could top it with a heavier overcoat and a long-sleeved tunic could cover her blouse when summer made way for the cooler autumn days. 

“There you are, my Lady.” Jeena rushed over to her, out of breath. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

“Is everything alright?” She tucked away a few strands of hair that had escaped her high ponytail: It wasn’t as tight as Myraa used to do it. Her friend’s face hovered in her mind, making her chest feel tight.

“His Majesty has agreed to give you an audience.”

Aaryana wasn’t surprised. Of course, King Keyan would meet with her. “That’s great, Myraa. But you could have waited until you next saw me.”

The servant girl gaped at her for a long moment, before shaking her head. “You don’t understand. His Majesty has agreed to see you. Now.”

“Now?” That did surprise her.

“He’s holding Court in the Throne Room. You should hurry there.”

Aaryana left every weapon and target shed used, bar the crossbow. She would come back and clear things up after seeing the King.

As they half-jogged to the Throne Room, Jeena asked, “My Lady, who is Myraa?”

Aaryana halted before stumbling forward again. “Where did you hear that name?” Hearing the name on someone else’s lips filled her with dread. Had something happened to her friend? Something so horrific that the news had travelled this far north? This quickly?

“That’s what you called me out in the training field.”

Oh. “Oh, sorry, Jeena,” was all she said and accelerated her pace. The maid got the hint and didn’t push for details. Aaryana wasn’t ready to discuss Myraa with anyone. It was different with King Keyan when she’d told him about life in Adgar: He was the King.

Jeena told the aide outside the Throne Room that this was the Lady Aaryana the King had summoned and the young man bowed before heading inside to inform the King she’d arrived. The doors remained open and she could see the King sitting on that unique Throne of his, one she hadn’t been able to properly appreciate when she was last in this room.

It was truly the strangest thing she’d seen, for a Throne. Fashioned from dark metal, it was made to look like a person. A person bent in the right places to create a seat. But this person was composed of three different... creatures.

Aaryana focused on the armrests of the Throne, wanting to make sure she’d interpreted it correctly. Yes, they were a pair of arms, muscular and twice the size of her own, the palms facing up and the fingers slightly parted. King Keyan was resting his arms on them, his palms touching the dark metal palms of his Throne. If he wished, he could thread his fingers through the gaps between the metal fingers, grip it.

Spreading out on either side of him were wings, taller than they were wide. The back of the chair was fashioned to look like the wings of an angel! When the Kings and Queens of Roshdan leaned back in their seat, did they feel like they were being embraced by a heavenly being? When her eyes climbed to the wingtips, she realised with an inaudible gasp that the wings weren’t woven out of feathers, but rather flames.

Each feather was a flame, each flame was a feather. Wings of flame...

The third and final portion of the Throne, the legs, sent a small shiver down her spine. There was curvature to them, like the conventional legs of a Throne, but they were shaped like the tail of a fish, scales and all. The tail of something that was half-man, half-fish—no, half-sea folk. A higher sea folk. A being that was more human than all the creatures of the ocean.

Strange, that the Throne of Roshdan should pay homage to angels and sea folk. And the human arms in the middle, keeping the wings and tails apart like a middle child might try to keep their two siblings from bickering too much. She would have to ask Jeena about this Throne and what it symbolised.

There were three steps leading up to the dais, carpeted in red, with four smaller, more conventional-looking Thrones on either side of the dark Throne. Three for his children and the empty one where his wife had sat for the short period she was Queen. When the aide returned to usher her inside, she wondered why the King had yet to remarry.

Aaryana approached the dais and bowed as gracefully as she could with the crossbow in her hand. As she straightened up and gave a small curtsy to Princess Quin—the Princes were nowhere to be seen—she felt the eyes of the handful of Courtiers in the room and of the guards lining the walls. Quin smiled at her, not necessarily friendly and welcoming, but polite acknowledgment.

“How was your first day—or rather, your first night as a Royal Guard, Aaryana?” the King asked her in a friendly and inquisitive tone.

“Excellent, Your Majesty. I thank you for letting me have the honour of serving you. Your Majesty is most kind.”

With the watching audience, it was best not to mention the very handsome advance on her monthly pay or the crossbow—the two things she actually wanted to thank him for—in case the Courtiers got jealous and started scheming against her. She lifted the weapon, though, held it across her chest, so he could see what she was referring to.

“Is that what I think it is?” Quin’s eyes narrowed at the crossbow. The thing must be quite expensive, then, a popular model perhaps, considering the astonished and slightly appalled look on the young Princess’s face. She clearly wasn’t impressed that her father had gifted Aaryana something so lucrative.

“Yes, it is,” the King replied to his daughter before quickly adding, “My dear Quin, why don’t you introduce Aaryana to everyone?”

His daughter scowled at him but he pretended not to notice as he waved a hand towards the Courtiers, all of whom averted their gaze from him. They were eavesdropping, of course. From gossip and rumours or from the King’s mouth, she didn’t know, but she was certain everyone in this room knew who she was. A banished, disowned former Princess.

“I know Lady Rozlene is keen to meet her,” he said in a stricter tone. An order.

Quin nodded to her father, eased to her feet, and descended the steps. She was wearing a pale-blue gown, the fabric shimmering in the light streaming in through the large windows, like sea water under a bright sun. The Princess stopped in front of Aaryana, pursed her lips at the crossbow, and said, “Shall we?”

Aaryana bit her bottom lip. “Apologies, Your Highness, I wanted to ask His Majesty one more thing...”

Quin sighed and rolled her eyes but gestured for Aaryana to go ahead and address the King once more.

“Your Majesty, the Head of the Royal Guards said I can spend my free days as I wish, like my fellow colleagues. As long as it does not displease you. Would it displease Your Majesty if I were to spend the next few days exploring your beautiful Island?”

“I don’t see why not. Aaryana, you’re not my prisoner.” His face was kind but firm, in a way that challenged anyone to argue with him. If Wyett was present, he most certainly would have argued with him.

“Thank you, Majesty.” She bowed her head before asking, “Are there any parts of the Island that I should avoid? Any forbidden forests?” Or mountains? she wanted to add. She recalled Wyett telling her the Nidiyans were left to themselves in those icy mountains, but she needed to know if she’d get into trouble for trekking up there. “Back in Adgar, everyone was warned from setting foot in the Old Forest in the north, lest we encounter the deadly beasts that dwell there.”

“Why am I not surprised that your forbidden forest is in the north?” He chuckled. It seemed as though he wanted to mention the mountains, also in the northern part of Roshdan and rarely graced by the people of the Island. “No, I don’t think we have any regions you won’t be able navigate, with your considerable talents.” He grinned.

Aaryana sighed, relieved. He would have told her if the mountains were prohibited. “And the rebels?” she dared ask.

“The rebels won’t bother you.” All signs of humour left him. His tone, the set of his mouth, made clear he didn’t want to speak further on this topic.

Aaryana curtsied, murmuring her thanks, and turned to Quin. Grim-faced, the young Princess glided towards a group of women chattering quietly by a table laid with water, fruit juice, and bowls of fruit. Aaryana fell into step beside Quin and thanked her for her time. Quin didn’t acknowledge it.

To the three people she led Aaryana to, Quin said, “Lady Rozlene, Lady Lizbeth, Erisa, allow me to introduce you to Lady Aaryana.” Quin nodded to each of them as she said their names.

The oldest of the three females, Lady Rozlene, was the most beautiful woman she’d seen of that age. Probably no older than the King, she had raven-black hair, big brown eyes, and the warmth in her smile was enough to draw one from Aaryana as she gave a small bow to the group.

The youngest of the trio, Erisa, was one of those girls that looked young but you immediately knew they were older than they appeared. She was obviously Lady Rozlene’s daughter, with the same eyes, the same wide mouth, and almost the same black hair. The only difference was that whereas her mother’s tresses were glossy and sleek, Erisa’s had no sheen, no life, despite the volume to it. Volume that her mother’s hair did not have. She looked familiar, but Aaryana didn’t think she’d seen anyone with such large brown eyes back in Adgar. Or such dull-looking black hair.

As Lady Rozlene welcomed her to Roshdan, thanked her for saving their King, and congratulated her on becoming a Royal Guard, all the while throwing curious glances at the crossbow, Aaryana’s eyes kept drifting to Erisa’s hair. Have I seen her before? Noticing her attention, Erisa smoothed down her hair self-consciously. Aaryana made an effort to keep her gaze on Rozlene as the woman prattled on.

“I must say,” Lady Rozlene was saying to Quin, “I was disappointed that your brother managed to convince so many of the Council to vote against appointing Lady Aaryana as His Majesty’s personal guard. Poor Seth, he decided not to vote at all when he saw the look Wyett gave me when I voted in favour of hiring her.”

“You’re on the King’s Council?” Aaryana blurted out. “Lady Rozlene,” she added as an afterthought. 

The woman laughed. “Yes, I am. And I really couldn’t have thought of anyone better to protect our King.” She sighed.

For as backward as this Island seemed to be, they at least had one woman on the King’s Council. Adgar had none from outside the Royal Family. Unless, Rozlene was related to the King? No. Quin would have said if Rozlene was a cousin or aunt or whatever.

“Yes, I heard Wyett behaved poorly in that meeting.” Quin looked uncomfortable, as if afraid Wyett would soon learn about this conversation. “But I’m surprised he was rude to you. He should know by now that you support Father in all his decisions.”

“In all his decisions that I agree with,” Rozlene corrected in a strict tone. Quin raised an eyebrow, to which the older woman said with a smile, “Is it my fault that your father is always right?”

Erisa laughed out loud and Aaryana realised with a gasp why the girl seemed familiar. She had seen her before, right here in Roshdan. And only yesterday. At the market, when she was shopping for clothes before her first shift. Erisa had caught Aaryana’s eye because she was wearing a long cloak in the warm weather, hood up. Underneath that hood was the same wide mouth, the big brown eyes, and the same lifeless hair.

No. It wasn’t Erisa yesterday. The girl under the hood didn’t have black hair. That girl’s hair was a completely different colour.

“Anyway, at least it was agreed you should remain with us, Lady Aaryana.” What Rozlene meant was: If you can’t protect the King, at least you can protect the rest of us. She probably didn’t know Aaryana had been assigned to Wyett’s rooms. If she did, the woman didn’t show it. 

“His Majesty is very kind,” was all Aaryana said. Then yawned. She cupped her mouth, horrified. “Oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to—I’m just tired after my shift last night. I couldn’t sleep, so—”

“Oh, there’s no need to apologise. Erisa can walk you back to your rooms, can’t you?” Rozlene turned to her stunned daughter and gave her a pointed look. “It will be good for you to make friends your own age.”

The girl seemed inclined to say, I have plenty of friends my own age, but nodded to her mother instead. Aaryana was inclined to say she was probably a couple of years younger than Erisa, even if both of them looked eighteen, but decided to shake her head at the girl instead.

“You don’t have to take the trouble and escort me, Lady Erisa. I can find my own way back.”

“I’m sure you can.” Erisa smiled. “But I would very much like to accompany you, anyway.” 

Aaryana nodded. The girl turned towards the exit and gestured for Aaryana to lead the way. Like her mother, the girl sent frequent but swift glances at the crossbow as they walked and Aaryana couldn’t hold back her curiosity any longer. Stopping a few paces away from the closed doors of the Throne Room, she turned to Erisa and asked, “Why does everyone keep staring at this thing?”

Erisa only asked, “How did you end up with that?”

“I didn’t steal it, if that’s what you’re asking.”

The girl shook her head. “I know you didn’t.”

Aaryana still wasn’t sure if she wanted to reveal that the crossbow was a gift from the King, especially since Rozlene seemed quite close to the Royal Family and clearly had influence and power in this Kingdom.

“Then, what’s so special about it?” She shook her head, bewildered.

Erisa hesitated, chewing on her bottom lip. “That crossbow is—”

She stopped mid-sentence. Aaryana realised it was because the doors had opened behind her. There was plenty of room for people to walk around her and Erisa to the dais, though; they weren’t in the way. Only, she didn’t hear the person on the other side of the threshold step inside. Erisa was staring at that person, lips slightly parted. Aaryana had a sinking feeling in her stomach that it was Wyett.

She was right. As she twisted on the spot, Aaryana met the Crown Prince’s glare.

“What are you doing with my crossbow?”
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CHAPTER 2
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This was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. He wanted to scream. Frustrating as it was, he knew the Adgari wasn’t lying when she said the King had given her Wyett’s crossbow in thanks for saving his life. Of course, Father gave her my crossbow. The King was making ridiculous decisions lately. All of them related to this ridiculous girl. Assigning her to Wyett’s chambers was the most ridiculous of all.

Wyett hadn’t planned to speak to his father about her today, or any other day, since he had an understanding with the Head Guard with regards getting rid of her, but he couldn’t ignore this. The crossbow is mine. His eighteenth birthday gift from his father. Why did he give it to her? Without telling Wyett? Sure, the King didn’t need Wyett’s permission—he could give this girl all of his children’s belongings if he wanted to—but Wyett deserved an explanation.

“Come with me,” he barked at the girl as he walked past her and headed for the dais.

She obeyed. He sensed Erisa following them. He supposed he should have said hello to her, but the two of them had drifted apart in the last couple of years and hardly exchanged pleasantries anymore. If she was offended, she never let it show. Wyett stopped in front of the Throne and bowed to his father, the girl halting beside him. Erisa walked to his other side, as though declaring her allegiance to him.

“Father, it has come to my attention that my crossbow has ended up in someone else’s hands,” he said carefully, politely. 

“So soon?” You found out so soon? was what it sounded like. 

“Was I not supposed to find out?”

“It’s no secret.” The King waved a hand at the girl, indicating that she was carrying the weapon out in the open. 

“Are your reasons for giving it to her a secret?” His words were even more careful now, even more polite.

The King shrugged. “You don’t use the thing. I thought Aaryana could.”

“I don’t use a lot of things, Father. I hope they don’t get reallocated, too.”

His father didn’t comment.

Wyett took a deep breath. “I would like my crossbow back. It is one of my favourite gifts from you.”

“The abandonment of the gift says otherwise,” the King said without emotion. “Regardless, it belongs to Aaryana now, and she is clearly using it.”

Wyett kept from gritting his teeth. “As Your Majesty wishes.”

He was about to bow and leave the room to go break something, when the girl cleared her throat. This time, he did grind his teeth. Lucky for her that she addressed his father. He didn’t know what he would have said or done to her if she approached him. If she said he could have his crossbow back, he might just be tempted to break her.

“Your Majesty, with your permission, I will gladly return this to you.”

“I have no use for it. It’s yours to keep, if you want it.”

“I want it,” she assured him. “But not at the expense of displeasing the Crown Prince.”

Wyett waited for her to turn to him so he could tell her exactly what she could do with the damned crossbow. But her eyes were fixed on the King. His father took a long time to respond.

Finally, he said, “The two of you want the thing, but I don’t yet know how much you want it. Both of you have earned it, by different means, but I know you won’t share it. And it can’t be split in half... I think you should compete for it. A duel, with the weapons of your choice. Show me who wants it more.”

His father was being ridiculous again. Yes, Wyett wanted his gift back, but not so much that he’d expend time and energy on her. “That won’t be necessary, Father. The girl can keep it. I don’t want it that much—”

“Don’t worry, Your Highness,” the girl said to him, her voice low but silky. “I’ll go easy on you.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” he snapped.

She smiled. “You don’t have to be afraid—”

“Afraid of you?”

“Of losing to me too badly. I’ll make it painless.”

He laughed so loud that Erisa jumped in fright. “If anyone should be afraid, it’s you.” Because he would make it very painful for her.

She lifted an eyebrow. “Why?”

“Because you won’t have legs to stand on by the time I’m done with you.”
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So, it was set. Aaryana would duel with the Crown Prince this afternoon. Myraa would have said it wasn’t the best idea, fighting the man she wanted to seduce, but Aaryana’s initial attempts in winning Wyett’s heart hadn’t exactly yielded good results. Might as well try something completely different. Go head-to-head with him, warrior-to-warrior. He would still hate her, but at least this way, she wouldn’t feel so disgusted with herself.

And he definitely wouldn’t call her a whore.

First, though, she needed to shut her eyes and lie in bed for a while. Sleep would be welcome but she was sure it wouldn’t come. Swapping her jacket and pants for her nightgown, another skimpy silk thing she found in the wardrobe of her room, Aaryana told Jeena to wake her up at four o’clock—half an hour before the duel was to start.

She would treat it like a Task, one of those where warriors from faraway lands came to fight with the would-be Heirs in the Stone Ring. Neither Challenger nor Heir would have seen the other in battle, so it was a case of reading your opponent as you blocked blows and threw punches, as the match went on.

At the threshold of her bedroom, Aaryana remembered to ask Jeena, “Where would one go to get their hair dyed?”

“You want to see Madam Varda, my Lady. She’s the best beautician in Roshdan.”

“Who’s the worst beautician in the Island?”

“My Lady?”

“Which beautician hardly gets any clients?” When the servant became even more perplexed, Aaryana said, “Jeena, I need you to find me the worst beauty parlour in Roshdan and book me an appointment.” 

“Why?” Jeena looked bewildered. 

“I guess I want to help the needy. Give my custom to a sinking business rather than one that’s already flying high.” Shrugging, Aaryana got into bed, wondering how good a fighter Wyett was.

Seth had said that Wyett was “the best”, so he must be better than the Royal Guards and everyone in the Palace. Wyett himself had mentioned saving his father from a rebel attack, making him more capable than Micah. But how did he compare to Aaryana, someone that had trained since the moment she could lift a sword? Someone that had learned from fighters of various Islands? Someone that beat Micah easily, a man that must have grown up with the same training and facilities as Wyett.

She hadn’t decided whether to let Wyett win or beat the hell out of him before she drifted off to a deep sleep.

[image: ]

Seen as this wasn’t an official competition, the duel was taking place behind the closed doors of the Palace’s indoor training hall. Only Erisa and her mother joined the Royal Family to watch the fight. The hall was full of guards, though. There wasn’t a single nook or cranny they didn’t occupy. Here, they lined the walls and stood behind the Royals sitting at the far end of the room.

The sparring ring was in one corner of the hall, close enough to the guards that they could tackle Aaryana to the ground if it looked like she was about to land a fatal blow on the Prince. She kept her features neutral as she threw her sword from one hand to the other by its hilt, Wyett twisting his own blade in his hand before her.

She wished she could have brought Micah’s sword, but she didn’t think it was the best time to reveal it. The generic weapon she’d picked up from the selection spread out on the table along the eastern wall would have to do until she purchased her own weapons. The victor’s prize—the crossbow—was sitting at the very edge of the table, waiting for Aaryana or Wyett to claim it after the conclusion of the match. 

She would do her best to win. Show them what she was capable of. Wyett didn’t want the crossbow as much as he was making out; his issue was with the fact that Aaryana possessed it. He wanted to win it back only so she wouldn’t have it. If he won it back, he’d leave it to gather dust, for the metal to rust, just to rub it in her face.

To rub it in his face, Aaryana would make sure to carry it during every shift outside his bedchamber. Should she win this fight. No, she had to win. Her seduction skills had left a lot to be desired; perhaps her fighting would impress him? Yes, he’d hate her for humiliating him in front of his family and all these guards, but deep down, he’d admire her talent and abilities. Wouldn’t he?

Hoping she wasn’t putting an axe through her own feet, Aaryana lunged for the Crown Prince of Roshdan when the King called for the duel to begin.
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Grunting, Wyett arced the girl’s sword up and away from him with his own for what felt like the thousandth time and tried to bring it around to block her next attack. Lightning quick—she was lightning quick. Faster than anyone he’d encountered. His size and muscles would have been no match for her if she wasn’t so light on her feet, if she wasn’t so efficient in her moves.

She was leading this dance, setting the rhythm, her sword slicing through the air, her ponytail whipping about her face. He wasn’t losing, but if she carried on like this, he couldn’t see himself winning.

There was determination on her face. She wanted to triumph over him. So, why didn’t she take those two chances early in the match to claim victory? Maybe she wanted to make a spectacle of him? Showcase her skills, everything in her arsenal? The flips and jumps, the way she twisted on her feet, rolled on the floor, the way her sword drew circles and squares and all kinds of nameless shapes in the air.

Or she was simply warming up.

Not that Wyett wasn’t improving with every second, watching and learning the various ways she chose to attack and defend, but he knew he was giving it his all and she was holding back. Yes, in the beginning, when she’d nearly had him down on his knees, twice, it seemed she was unleashing everything upon him. Since then, she’d reined it back. As though deciding to take her time with him; she’d win, anyway.

He wasn’t sure what that meant about him. That a girl, a Princess one year younger than him, should find it so easy to beat him. He knew she’d trained since she was able to walk, just as he had, but Wyett had trained for longer. And yet, she was obviously the best fighter now residing in Roshdan. That title had belonged to him, ever since he beat the legendary soldiers at Sidkat—soldiers he’d trained and lived with for a number of years.

This Adgari, when she decided to end it, would bring him down easily.
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Aaryana was impressed. The Crown Prince was doing well. He had the skills and the stamina, the desire to keep going. She could tell he’d trained from a young age, that he trained long and hard on a daily basis. But his was a different kind of training. He practiced and kept himself in shape in case the rebels attacked, in case of an invasion. All the while knowing he’d have guards to help keep the enemy at bay.

If he went to war, he’d have an army behind him. It gave one a certain kind of security. Everything didn’t depend on you and you alone.

Aaryana on the other hand, had trained to ensure victory in The Contest year-after-year, to pass monthly tests in front of the entire Island, knowing she’d walk into the Stone Ring alone. No back up, no army. This made for a warrior that was a weapon herself, a warrior that didn’t need to know there were others fighting alongside her. A warrior that was built to do it all herself.

Wyett was a worthy opponent. If he’d known her style, he would have made her sweat. Just a little. If he was the best Roshdan had to offer, she understood how the rebels had eliminated the King’s guards so easily. Fortunately, Micah wasn’t half as good as Wyett, otherwise the rebel leader would have killed his uncle before Aaryana even reached them. The guards and Royals of Roshdan had long to
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